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Active and inactive, OM delivers

Organic matter can be divided into two categories: active and stabilized. The portion made of fresh organic 
material and living organisms, as well as partially decomposed material that is slowly decomposing, is 
called “active organic matter.”

Active organic matter and the microbes that feed on it are central to nutrient cycles in the soil. Nutrients, 
especially nitrogen, phosphorus, and sulfur, are held in this active organic matter until soil organisms 
release them for plant use.  

This accounts for there being much more nutrient volume in the soil than is available for plant use at 
any one time. For example, a soil with 3 percent organic matter contains about 3,000 pounds per acre of 
nitrogen, but only a small part of that (30-100 pounds) may become available to plants in any one year, 
depending on decomposition rates.

While active organic matter may decompose over a few decades, the stabilized portion of organic matter 
is made of larger, more complex compounds that are much more difficult for microbes to degrade. Much 
of the stabilized organic matter in the soil is highly decomposed plant and animal tissues that grew more 
than a century, and possibly several centuries, ago. This organic matter becomes carbon-rich humus that’s 
resistant to further decay. 

“Stabilized organic matter” or humus, acts like a sponge and can absorb six times its weight in water. It’s 
also a reservoir for nutrient storage, sequestering carbon from the atmosphere and other sources

Healthy soils need both active and stabilized organic matter to function well. To learn more about soil 
health, and to meet some of the farmers who are “Unlocking the Secrets in the Soil,” visit www.nrcs.usda.
gov. 
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